THE   WAR  OF  ENGLISH  INDEPENDENCE
could fulfil. More than ever, in the absence of a religious
motive, there was need of some concrete symbolism on
which the emotions could fasten. No man hath seen
England at any time. But in Elizabeth it was as if the
geographical abstraction had taken flesh, and become the
object of every man's love, a goddess in human form :
"As she goes, all hearts do duty
Unto her beauty ;
And enamoured do wish, so they might
But enjoy such a sight,
That they still were to run by her side,
Through swords, through seas, whither she would ride."
The extravagance of this cult has been a thing of
amazement and ridicule to a remote posterity. They read
of poets and courtiers making extravagant love to a bald
woman in a wig, with none the less fervour even after
she had turned sixty. But the Elizabethans knew very
well what they were about. They were playing at religion
with their eyes open. Gloriana had worshippers ; she
had no theologians. Essex and Raleigh, at their most
extravagant, were no more hypocrites than the actors
in a masque are hypocrites. They did not seriously
mistake her for a goddess, and she was the last woman to
credit them with doing so. She was an actress manager,
playing the leading part in a piece of extravagant
pageantry ; and playing it as in duty bound to make the
most of it. But so seriously did the minor performers,
her subjects, throw themselves into the spirit of the drama,
that they showed themselves in very truth capable of
braving swords and seas for her sake, and a Puritan,
whose right hand had been cut off on a charge of sedition,
could instantly wave his cap with the left, and cry,
" God save the Queen ! "
There was not the least trace of sentimentalism or
self-deception about this essential feature of her state-
craft. Like other successful actress managers, she was as
hard bitten a woman of business as ever trod the boards.
The fact of a good looking young man having played the